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Abstract
 An earlier paper (Karn, 2019) surveyed five creative writing genres. This 
article focuses on nonfiction and considers a narrower field with respect to the 
interaction between nonfiction subgenres such as creative nonfiction first-person 
memoir, personal narrative, and works of individual introspection. My examples tell 
personal stories subjectively and specifically. 
 In this paper, personal stories are presented and two seemingly objective 
narratives are challenged: The first half of this paper discusses scholarly personal 
narrative and the craft of writing, briefly critiquing John Poch, Stanley Fish, and 
Stephen King’s pronouncements about writing. Demonstration of nonfiction forms—
such as the personal scholarly narrative, the focus on one aspect of personal 
narrative as an exploration of memoir and identity, and the blending of memoir 
with broader social issues and themes—is offered. The second half of this paper 
engages in rhetorical and metaphorical analysis of two famous photographs as a 
way to challenge the notion of objective narratives.
Keywords:  creative nonfiction, personal narrative, nonfiction prose poem, 
first-person documentary, rhetorical analysis, metaphorical analysis, 
visual analysis, famous photographs, Robert Doisneau, The Kiss in 
Front of City Hall, Alfred Eisenstaedt, VJ Day Kiss in Times Square 
14 August 1945, economic development of creative communities.
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Part 1: Introduction
Your mouth crushes ripe, fresh-picked, seedless Riesling grapes 
between your teeth. Gushes of zest frolic with rushes of tang; you’re 
swallowing a silken tongue of impossible flavors—tropical fruit grown in the 
arctic balancing citrusy sweetness that’s vividly refreshing. An instant later, 
the aftertaste is a hundred times stronger. Your lips, throat, and everywhere 
between glows with a season’s worth of savor expressing itself in a single 
sip. 
“So, that’s ice wine?” you ask.
“Yes,” I reply.
You set your tasting glass, a small cylinder with a surprising heft in 
contrast to its petite dimensions, back onto the counter. It’s a solid oak 
beam, a lintel that spans two waist-high barrels. Their staves are the same 
oak as our bar, but unfinished. In a different sense of that word, our 
intermezzo at this winery has finished. We happily anticipate comparing this 
taste with what the next winery presents as the most precious fruit of their 
labors. Our Pelee Island vineyard tour has just begun.
Now, we move beyond your imagination and my recollection of our taste 
of Canada’s southernmost island. We consider the place where experience 
provides nourishment for reflection. We return to the moment, to the spark 
that illuminates the most memorable or interesting image.
A current adage of popular wisdom captures the concept of how one 
detail may evoke the entirety of a work, how one occurrence may become a 
radiating point for one’s life story. The maxim proclaims that we do not 
measure the truly important events in our lives in days and hours; we 
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measure them not even in minutes or seconds, but in moments. Moments 
and memories of these instants turn into the stories we retell in attempts to 
record and make sense of our past experiences. They are fluid and dynamic. 
This paper will provide minimal annotation and citation while seeking 
maximal demonstration of how personal stories challenge the notion of 
objective narratives. 
There are various forms of personal writing—personal narrative; 
memoir; autobiography; first-person narrative; eye-witness reportage; 
opinion and op-ed; journal, diary, and other writer’s notebook styles—to 
record our reactions, responses, analysis, and reflections about events 
around us. In them we may share considerations that provoke our feelings, 
thoughts, and sentiments, that may challenge others’ beliefs, and that may 
lead us to confront our own world view. The common thread is that all of 
these writings are transformative—if not in dramatic ways, at least in 
developmental ones. They are all part of our story arc.
Ideally, the forms of what Lee Gutkind (Gutkind, 2012) has collectively 
termed creative nonfiction might be relegated to discrete classifications. 
Practically, forms of writing blend to create the kind of communication 
necessary for the writer to tell her or his story in the best way possible. We 
may crave to understand the message or story or situation through the 
author’s eyes. That’s a journalist’s goal. There is more; authors yearn for 
their readers to feel the event that the story memorializes or enshrines or 
honors—to vicariously live the experience their chronicle commits to 
history, to posterity, and to eternity. The blend is alchemy. Don’t tell me 
where you were; take me with you. Let me feel what it was like by recreating 
that experience—your experience—for me now.
In kind, I invite you to share my queries and experiences. We begin 
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with questions.
Tightropes and Scholarly Personal Narratives
Let’s start with the following questions: In what way have I earned the 
right to put my personal experiences into my scholarship? By what right 
does anyone feel her or his personal narrative can make a valuable and even 
an essential contribution to the subject area being explored and researched? 
I pose two questions about how we might justify including our personal 
experiences in our scholarly works: Why is scholarly personal narrative 
writing more authentic than what is supposed to be detached academic 
writing? How can we be sure what we have to say is worthy of being part of 
our academic writing? 
Let’s consider the first question. Why is scholarly personal narrative 
writing more authentic than what is supposed to be detached academic 
writing? We may look at Robert Nash’s (Nash, 2004) comments (46) about 
the usual style of academic writing and agree that there is always a subscript 
or hidden agenda to what is presented as objective research. This subjective 
factor is the process of selection of the quotations that fit our views and 
experiences, even if we choose to keep our views and experiences private. 
On the grounds of authenticity, there is always an element of writer or 
researcher bias to be considered. Personal experience, then, adds elements 
of honesty to our work.
This brings us to our second question. How can we be sure that what 
we have to say is worthy of being part of our academic writing? This is truly 
a soul-searching question and requires us to walk the tightrope between 
lurking insecurities and outright self-indulgence. Many times I’ve removed 
observations from my own experiences and used devices like “one might 
─ 71─Personal Stories: Challenging Objective Narratives
imagine…” or “as can be expected…” only to find this detached way of 
writing was draining the life out of whatever narrative I was presenting. 
Introducing illustrations from my own experiences provided me with the 
consolation that the entertainment value offset its histrionic elements.
In sum, I adduce the personal evidence of the positive reactions to my 
own writings in suggesting that the contribution of honesty and 
entertainment that personal scholarly narrative adds to our writing earns us 
the right to put personal experiences into our scholarship. I further contend 
that, in so doing, we may be confident this supports us in crafting our writing 
to have a valuable and essential contribution to our research areas.
Now, let’s pick up on the phrase “our writing” to move more deeply, if 
briefly, into the topic of how we may improve our writing. Three experts will 
be discussed.
Poch, Fish, King on writing
In writing a critical response to Stanley Fish’s How to write a sentence, 
Stephen King’s On writing: A memoir of the craft and John Poch’s Pimp my 
writing, I will begin with the most vexing work. Poch’s piece is the challenge 
and the epiphany. 
I don’t consider myself “a writer” because that title invokes a character 
from popular culture with a persona I may only someday prove worthy 
enough to wear. As with all of us, I try to communicate meaning and that 
sometimes requires me to write. Other times, I’m in a university classroom 
as an adjunct professor. I’m not thinking that I’m teaching, but that I’m 
trying to encourage students to learn. 
John Poch (Poch, 2007), in his way, seems desirous for students to 
learn to write poetry and celebrates the great moment with the declaration 
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that, “I saw the lightbulbs over their heads, and I knew I’d done right by 
them” (86). Unfortunately, and here comes the challenge, this redemption 
only takes place after a lengthy discussion of Poch’s notions that students 
are basically lazy—that if he gave them an orange they’d say “peel it” and 
would rather have him write their poems for them than do the work 
themselves (84). It’s difficult to step back from critiquing Poch’s style—the 
notion that a student’s poem is “not working” and that the teacher must “fix” 
it would inspires rancor from teachers who might feel that if a student is 
attempting to express thoughts using poetry that is exactly how a poetry 
class ought to proceed—and not being offended at such statements as “I see 
possibilities in their work they never would” (84) and annoyed with the later 
confession that all his experience and expertise only “produces unrealistic, 
gaudy vehicles” (84). 
How might Stanley Fish (Fish, 2011) suggest writing can be improved? 
Fish contends good sentences are like highlights of sports moments 
demonstrating “performance of a certain skill at the highest level” (3) and 
feels “the underlying form is the sentence itself” (15) rather than the 
elements of grammar and that “the relationships between the words” (18) 
form the basis for creating “a structure of logical relationships” (20) that 
puts us on the path to creating good sentences. While Fish comments, “You 
can’t produce a good sentence—a sentence not only well formed but 
memorable—by consulting a recipe” (36), he does argue that “if the moves 
you can perform are prescribed and limited … each move can carry a 
precise significance” (32). Fish concludes, in writing for effect, that 
“language’s resources are finite, but the effects that can be achieved by 
deploying them are not, … [and that the skill in writing is in finding] 
resources that will produce the effect you desire” (44). 
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Turning to Stephen King’s (King, 2000) comment that “it behooves you 
to construct your own toolbox” (114) immediately set to mind the image of 
[behooved] horses galloping and frothing because they’re laden with more 
gear than necessary. I’d say one ought to choose the right tools for the job 
and be challenged to improvise. This is a point King later makes when 
commenting that dressing up vocabulary “is like dressing up a household 
pet in evening clothes” (117) with the same embarrassing result and that it’s 
better to simply “use the first word that comes to your mind, if it is 
appropriate and colorful” (118). King gives a number of entertaining and 
useful hints, like avoiding dialogue attribution adverbs (126) (For example, 
the adverb slowly is useful in the sentence, “She eats slowly.” The dialogue 
attribution adverb acidly is too clever in, “‘It’s lemon juice’, she said acidly.”) 
and to write with courage and sincerity or, as King puts it, “letting go of fear 
and affectation” (128). King sees the virtues of the paragraph, noting the 
form insists the writer organize thoughts and not wander from the topic and 
also notes that reading more fiction helps writers find that paragraphs seem 
to form on their own (131). Extolling the primacy of the paragraph, King 
somewhat whimsically concludes, “sometimes the most basic skills can 
create things far beyond our expectations” (137).
Each of the readings had its transformational elements—most in Poch’s 
article—and helped my ideas diverge from their authors’ visions. My 
response is that writing isn’t about pimping a ride, capturing a sports 
moment, or building a house. It’s cookery and that covers everything from 
magic potions to basic chemistry. Somewhere in the balance we get haute 
cuisine.
At this point, let’s return to the nonfiction world and taste some of the 
varieties of personal stories. The examples present personal scholarly 
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narrative, the focus on one aspect of personal narrative as an exploration of 
memoir and identity, and the blending of memoir with broader social issues 
and themes.
Part 2: Varieties of Personal Stories 
2.1  Personal Scholarly Narrative
Commentary:
This work is a straightforward autobiography. The title, Life in Three 
Passages, plays with two meanings of passages: life’s stages from childhood 
to adolescence and maturity; and three passages from The Way of Life that 
are used as a framing device for my story.
Life in Three Passages 
We ply a river of recollection. We swim in a sea of memories. Both 
conditions apply to the scholarly personal narrative. The difference in these 
metaphors is that a boat, a vessel, is needed to navigate a river. Recollection 
implies a process of gathering and of putting into useful order knowledge of 
one’s past at a time when such organization may prove most beneficial in 
telling the story that one is.
In contrast, swimming in a sea of memories may be likened to floating 
in a dreamscape of images; each exists to be decoded and linked. And yet 
they swirl around with the unsatisfying ambiguity of New Age statements 
that urge one to let the Universe take its own course and to accept our fate is 
no more or less than to be open to travels in whatever direction they push or 
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pull us. Yes, there is some wisdom in this outlook, as when Lao Tzu 
observes that the gentle flow of water cleaves even the most obstinate of 
stone and that we must let the river of our life flow because “in turmoil how 
shall we find peace save by staying patient till the stream clears? How can 
life keep its course if we will not let it flow?” (Lao Tzu, Verse 15, p. 33). 
However, it would be a half-truth, based on incomplete appreciation of 
Taoism, to conclude doing nothing is a virtue. Quietism in doing without 
saying is active and observation is selective.
My narrative structure will be also be selective in its chronology, 
touching on only one or two points in a number of life stages. Three 
headings—drawing in, transforming, promoting—inspired from The Way of 
Life will be used to organize these stages.
Every personal narrative must, by virtue of the method, be somewhat 
autobiographical. It must also transcend autobiography to address scholarly 
concerns. My larger scholarly concern is with how we, as individuals, 
improve the world. It may also be couched as our journey in finding ways to 
improve the world.
One claim I make in this narrative is that engagement with a problem 
situation leads to reflection and the search for a creative outlet that starts to 
discuss the problem with a mind toward possible solutions. Another claim is 
that our community transforms us. We speak of being the change we want to 
see in the world. Seeing how the world has changed us is also part of the 
process whereby we advance.
The First Stage: Drawing In
 The universe, like a bellows,
 Is always emptying, always full:
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 The more it yields, the more it holds.
 From Verse 5
 Lao Tzu
Sensing my community and gaining a sense of community
“Nazis killed my uncles,” was the first sentence I recall my mother 
saying that presented me with the idea there was evil beyond the doors of 
my home. I was three or four years old. Certainly, it was before I was five 
because I hadn’t yet begun kindergarten. Perhaps my mother was chatting 
with other 1950s housewives, as they were then called, and the sentence 
stuck though I had no knowledge of the holocaust or World War II. 
The reality of people being exterminated was only communicated to me 
when I saw the concentration camp tattoos on older people’s arms during 
summer at our family cottage on the beach in Port Stanley, on the northern 
shore of Lake Erie. I was a pre-kindergarten child and asked the older 
people why they had rows of numbers on their arms. 
One gentleman replied, “The Nazis put us in prison camps because we 
were Jews. Then they gave us numbers so they could kill us in order.”
The methodical killing of these kindly elderly people struck me as 
horrific beyond belief. I shook my head and asked, “How could this 
happen?” 
The man, with his wife struggled not to cry in front of a four-year old, 
explained, “So many people said they didn’t know it was happening. Others 
mostly didn’t care.” 
Biting my lip and giving them a hug, I resolved that I would always care.
A year later, in kindergarten, I met two brothers called Kurt and Peter. 
They were German and I didn’t think they or their parents could have killed 
my uncles. I asked if their parents had been Nazis and were now cured or if 
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they knew about Nazis. The boys proclaimed their understanding and told 
me, “Father fought the Nazis and escaped to Canada with my mother. There 
are no Nazis any more.” 
I was happy with my friends’ news and thought, “There must be some 
way to let people see we can all play well together.”
In high school, there were a number of social issues that called for 
understanding of what was going on in parts of the world that seemed exotic 
enough to be mythological. The news was filled with reports of the war in 
Vietnam. These included not only major events like the 1972 bombing of 
Hanoi, but daily “soft news” about what the soldiers did in their free time 
and how they cared for each other in various “brave soldier” stories the 
news provided. There was also news of testing of atomic bombs on Amchitka 
in the Aleutian island chain (protests to which led to the formation of the 
anti-nuclear organization Greenpeace); and of the hollowing out of 
mountains in North Bay on the northern end of Ontario so the Strategic Air 
Command could have a northern command post to send missiles back at the 
Soviets after the people in North America had been killed by some nasty pre-
emptive Soviet first-strike. The North Bay facility’s “first-strike survivability 
capability” was its ‘charm’ and we heard of Strategic Air Command flights on 
constant 20-minute strike-readiness against targets in Russia. With such 
emphasis on national security at the expense of international stability, 
bewildered by official doublespeak, it felt normal to protest in whatever ways 
were available.
I remember a friend, who was more interested in sports than in going 
on a day-long bus ride to the border between the United States and Canada 
to protest the US testing an atomic bomb in Amchitka asking me, “Who will 
care if you’re there or not? What will it matter years from now?” 
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I thought about his question and answered, “I’ll know.” 
This was an attitude shift event I recall. This further supported the 
conviction that knowledge of world events was vital and that action to bring a 
saner approach to international relations was long overdue.
The Second Stage: Transforming
 A sound heart is not shut within itself
 But is open to other people’s hearts:
 I find good people good,
 And I find bad people good
 If I am good enough;
 I trust men of their word,
 And I trust liars
 If I am true enough;
 I feel the heart-beats of others
 Above my own
 If I am enough of a parent,
 Enough of a child.
 From Verse 49
 Lao Tzu
Engagement with problem situations leading to reflection and the 
quest for creative outlets that discuss problems with a mind toward 
possible solutions
My rebellious teen years were transformed through my high-school 
involvement with a wider community and brought into a political context in 
the form of Canada’s third party, the New Democrats. Similar to Britain’s 
labor party, the New Democratic Party (NDP) advocated disarmament. 
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They also opened my eyes to a variety of social justice issues.
The NDP had pioneered government health care when elected to office 
in Saskatchewan and shamed Canada’s federal government to introduce 
national health care as part of a 1967 Canadian Centennial promise to 
advance the interests of ordinary people. I recalled that my dad, as a 
responsible chartered accountant with a family of three to support, had 
regularly contributed to the most popular private health scheme, called 
Physicians and Surgeons Insurance (PSI). Then, in the late 1950s, he 
suffered a heart attack. Surgery, hospitalization, outpatient treatment costs 
and loss of income quickly exhausted his benefits and depleted family 
savings. He “cash surrendered” his life insurance policies, remortgaged the 
family house and got personal loans just to cover expenses as he 
reestablished his clientele and sold his professional services to businesses 
he had years earlier declined. What must other families, whose income 
earners didn’t have PSI, have done in similar situations? I worried for them.
In the early 1970s, I heard first-hand, from my friend Tim Robarts’ 
father, the Honorable Ontario Premier John Robarts, who had been Ontario 
Premier from 1961 to 1971, that his conservative government only drafted 
health care legislation because they wanted Federal Government money and 
Provincial Government control of the nationally mandated public health 
program. Visiting Tim’s house with him after school, I asked his father how 
the Ontario Health Insurance Program (OHIP) was started and Mr. Robarts 
growled at me, “Medicare? Ha! To me, OHIP was two cases of scotch and a 
long weekend at my cottage with my cabinet and senior advisors. Ya see, 
Larry, we had to get the damned thing to the Feds before their deadline or 
they’d have come up with their own scheme and taken the money from our 
budgets for it.”
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Later, in my university studies of the Constitution of Canadian, I learned 
the Peace, Order and Good Government preamble marks the principle 
difference between Canada and the USA. The Canadian federal government 
retains all powers not specifically given to provinces. The US constitution is 
the opposite. States’ rights include anything the central government hasn’t 
specifically designated as its exclusive domain. I learned then the reason 
why American states could try to block the United States’ Affordable Health 
Care Act.
Moreover, I underwent a transformation in becoming part of a 
community where engagement with social justice issues was required, 
careful reflection and discussion were valued and practical policy-oriented 
solutions were sought. Striving to be an effective political activist meant 
listening to the stories of others and learning about how everything from 
seed patent laws and genetically modified products undermined family farms 
and the environment to how attacks on OHIP (“freedom” to deregulate 
services, “freedom” for doctors to opt out of the health plan, “freedom” for 
citizens to not have medical coverage) hit the most vulnerable members of 
society. User fees and even a “nominal” fee for low income and no-income 
people made health care into a think-twice-before-getting-medical-help 
decision. The choice was usually to not get help and people died from 
preventable deaths as in when an untreated infection results in mortally 
catastrophic consequences. My friend Kevin’s father died when a cut on his 
leg, untreated, turned to blood poisoning.
Political activism also involved the quest to nourish the lifeblood of the 
community by understanding the concerns of each constituent. This was the 
opportunity to feel the heart-beats of others/ Above my own during the 30-year 
period during which I campaigned in every municipal election in London, 
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provincial election in Ontario and federal election in Canada. Door-to-door 
canvassing was the standard practice from 1967 [in my last year of 
elementary school, supporting political candidates even before I could vote] 
to 1997 before leaving for a new life in Japan. During that time, and also 
having gained enough experience to be hired as a full-time canvass 
organizer in a Toronto riding, I learned my role was to try to understand the 
opinions of citizens who chose to share their views with me. On occasion, 
voters might be curious to learn my opinions. Through mutual respect and 
understanding, there were many occasions when members of the electorate 
concluded their views were broad enough to engulf mine. They then 
declared themselves supporters. What we shared was stronger than what 
divided us.
Of course, individuals also expressed their vested interests. Apartment 
building owners understandably wished to prohibit the solicitation of votes 
for candidates for a party that favored rent controls and tenants’ rights. 
Whether supporting bullied members of the teams I had organized or as a 
solitary canvasser, it was a humbling challenge to respectfully prevail on an 
individual who was hostile to democratic debate. The exchange might go, 
“Hey, can’t you read the sign? There’s no soliciting or peddling allowed in 
this building! Get out or I’ll call the cops!” 
My gentle reply was that the Federal Elections Act guaranteed official 
canvassers quiet access to all residential dwellings for the purposes of 
electioneering. His (and it was always a him) response was often, “OK 
jackass, I’m calling the cops right now!” 
I advised him violating the Elections Act was a federal offence, similar 
to election tampering, which might involve a jail sentence for him. 
“Ha! You people! Tenant’s rights, eh? What about my rights? Where are 
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they?” 
My reply was usually, “I understand your position. My presence here 
protects other rights you have: the right to live in a country where political 
freedoms are protected, where the right for all sides to be heard is 
enforced.”
In 1990, Ontario elected their first NDP government. My then-current 
position as Program Director for the Temagami Wilderness Fund, Masters 
Degree in Political Science, and years as a member of the “party faithful” led 
to my being interviewed by the new government.
The Third Stage: Promoting
Be parent, not possessor,
Attendant, not master,
Be concerned not with obedience but with benefit,
And you are at the core of living.
From Verse 51
Lao Tzu
Finding ways to improve the world, being the change I want to see 
in the world, and how the world has changed me
In Toronto, for a five-year period, I had the opportunity to work as a 
political staff member for an elected Member of Parliament who served in 
the Office of the Attorney General, Minister of Natural Resources, and 
Minister for Native Affairs. While there’s the temptation to say it was the 
best job or ideal job for me (and in many ways it was), it was also the most 
frustrating. So many issues of urgent importance—native land claims, 
heritage preservation, advancement of alternative medicine, creation of 
meaningful living-wage work rather than low-pay service industry jobs, 
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guarantees of affordable care and support for a range of individuals and 
caregivers providing necessary special care—vied for attention.
Government is assumed to have all the resources—purchased with 
advances from its addiction to the bottomless pocket of taxation—and 
expected to have all the answers. While the standard for performance was 
perfection, the real challenge was to stay ahead of the information. One 
small part of the available information was daily public information, the 
compilation of which began at 3 a.m. by the press clippings bureau. I arrived 
at our government office at 8 a.m. to review the news for summarizing to the 
Elected Member at 9 a.m. so that he would be both “up to speed” and less at 
risk of being “blindsided” by an issue the media had designated as top 
priority.
Other information was from “in house” sources. Ministries, boards, 
agencies, commissions and bureaus all had communications departments 
tasked with educating elected members of the government (and me as 
political staff) regarding policy formulation and other otherwise secret 
initiatives the government was contemplating. Often, some of the proposals 
were leaked (such as the government considering a public auto insurance 
program), scandals would sell newspapers, and damage control statements 
would be distributed like sacrament.
This period of my life moved me to think more deeply about the utility 
and effectiveness of government and the need for people to weigh 
information across a number of dimensions. It spoke to the need for critical 
thinking in assessing the concerns of the news media (mostly owned by 
conservative interests) and of the work necessary in picking the wider 
benefits and their interconnectedness from what seemed to be narrower 
issues. For example, I saw how union-busting “right to work” legislation in 
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places like Kentucky made changing corporate bankruptcy laws in 
Ontario—so that workers were first in line to be paid and to encourage 
collective bargaining to provide consistent representation for working 
people—into an international justice issue.
Following the Ontario NDP government’s defeat in 1995, I returned to 
London, Ontario intent on promoting changes I wanted to see in the world in 
my own hometown—inner city community economic development to 
embrace the restorative and transformational power of community, culture 
and the arts. That phrase was the tag line for a community economic 
development initiative called The Arts Project, my role as founding member 
was noted in the project’s public profile, and my final act before leaving for 
Japan was to oversee the election of a board of directors to support the 
project’s vitality and social utility.
Now, living in Japan, the scholarly interest that awareness of current 
events and world news leads to the development of an internationalist 
perspective and commitment to redress global inequality is at the core of my 
activities. I continue to promote the idea of being concerned not with 
obedience but with benefit in my role as adjunct professor at four Tokyo 
universities. In particular, my duties writing the United Nations Association 
of Japan Test of English proficiency exam (which is used in some sectors as 
a measure of suitability for international work) and writing study materials 
for candidates wishing to pass this exam promotes the importance of a 
compassionate understanding of global issues. By serving as an examiner 
for the oral portion of the test and chief examiner advising other examiners, 
I am able to emphasize the importance of an internationalist perspective in 
redressing global inequality and seeking world peace. While the actual 
interview content is confidential, the following is an example of how an 
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alternative perspective may be promoted. A candidate may be a navy captain 
who has the responsibility of enforcing anti-piracy activities off the coast of 
Somalia. The request would be, “Please take a moment and imagine you are 
a Somali pirate; then please make this panel understand why you are 
engaged in these activities.” Focusing on the motivation of the “other” 
promotes active observation.
In closing, I return to my wish to balance two realities. One is that every 
personal narrative must, by virtue of the method, be somewhat 
autobiographical. The other is that it must also transcend autobiography to 
address scholarly concerns. My larger scholarly concern is with how we, as 
individuals, improve the world.
One claim I make is that engagement with problem situations leads to 
reflection and the search for creative solutions; another is that our 
community transforms us at the same time as we seek to transform it. I trust 
the narrative and some of the examples I have provided above have served 
to substantiate these claims. Fellow-Canadian, Thomas King (King, 2005), 
comments that, “The truth about stories is that that’s all we are” (2). Thank 
you for traveling some of the distance with me in my story. We may also use 
this story as a “place where experience provides nourishment for reflection” 
to focus on one aspect of personal narrative as an exploration of memoir and 
identity in the form of a nonfiction prose poem.
2.2  Nonfiction Prose Poem
Commentary:
This item returns us to one location from Life in Three Passages, to the 
northern shore of Lake Erie and the small town of Port Stanley. Rather than 
a broad sweep, narrower and narrower focus is used to move from the 
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geographical area to the town to the cottage to the mind of a seven and a half 
year-old boy whose thoughts are being recollected by the same individual 50 
years later. The use of a nonfiction prose poem lets us explore the distinction 
between poetic reflection and philosophical reflection in relation to the idea 
of proximity. Namely, that philosophical reflection is a process of stepping 
back and attempting to adopt an objective stance while poetic reflection is so 
subjectively proximate that it must admit the understanding that requires 
the reader to become open to increased possibilities and interpretations of 
the poet’s reflections.
The Cottage of the Quantum Mind
(Summers at Lake Erie)
Summer rains never last long; not long at all. Mother’s wisdom echoes 
in a swirl of recollection like the droplets from the shallow rooftop falling in 
a curtain of teardrop-shaped beads of water. There are no eves. Nothing 
channels the flow. 
I peer out at the rain from the top bunk of beds built into the wall—the 
lower like a lair; the upper like a loft. Half of the lakeside length is screened. 
My eyes distant-focus. Frothy waves spill passionately toward the shore. 
Against the night sky they’re frisky clouds summersaulting, breaking along 
the beach; pebbles speak with the voice of a maraca slowly being turned 
over. I imagine the seeds or beans inside shifting like the coal piles when the 
lake freighters unload over at the fuel yard. Like oil gushing from elephant 
trunks, anthracite flows from chutes in ships’ holds and forms pyramids on 
the enormous enclosure at the water’s edge. Shimmering heat waves above 
the mounds make the hills behind them undulate in the sunlight. The coal 
glistens in the heat. We throw baseball-sized hunks at the oil tanks that 
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share the compound and enjoy the ping emanating from the mammoth 
drums.
We visit there when the men are gone. The “bad boys” know places 
where we squeeze through the fence as easily as memories squeeze through 
the decades. We scramble to reach coal mountain summits, but the 
fragments are mobile. The harder we run the deeper we sink. At waist level, 
laughing from the effort, we wriggle free or our pals pull us out. Scrapes and 
scratches make good stories, like how Joey fell and ripped the seat of his 
shorts and his mom had to bandage his butt and he sat funny for a week. 
Parents tell other stories to scare us—boys buried alive, suffocated from 
coal dust, found dead when trucks are loaded—but I’m almost seven and a 
half. It’s too much fun. No coal avalanche catches us. Nuggets are as hard as 
glass and tumble singing in a dialect borrowed from the shoreline’s native 
language. 
More than hiss and less than crash, Lake Erie’s soothing utterances 
declare gentle strength that burnishes green glass from broken ginger ale 
bottles into translucent emeralds. Thick beer bottle bases become amber 
medallions. Her power sands and polishes; jagged edges are smoothed into 
golden reminiscences. Tonight her voice is louder. She calls the wind. The 
wind speaks. Whooooo? Furry paws draw a riot of pebbles and debris back 
toward the lake bottom. Sheeeee. The wind wants details. Whooooo? The 
shoreline’s stony reply confirms gender only. Sheeeee. Their conversation 
continues, each exchange an invocation to the creation of a Zen kōan or an 
invitation to guess the riddle’s answer. Is she mother, my mother, Mother 
Earth, Mother of the Universe? Each whooooo is an exhalation; each sheeeee 
is an inspiration—whooooo, sheeeee, whooooo, sheeeee, whooooo, sheeeee—
regular and rhythmic as the tug of tides, as breath in restful sleep. 
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Now, in the minute before sleep welcomes me to reenter timeless time, 
this quantum spark from over half a century ago flashes and glows like the 
faces of family and friends from before their return to a time before time. So 
briefly were they with me; not long at all.
Writer’s Notes:
Reprising my mother’s comment about the short duration of summer 
rains—not long at all—from the start of Cottage of the Quantum Mind to also 
fashion its ending is a device cliché that likens life to a summer rain. 
Metaphors do most of the the heavy lifting; while brevity and density are 
both virtues in nonfiction prose poetry.
For telling longer stories with which one was personally involved, 
stories that may include many individuals, first-person narrative may be 
used.
2.3  First-person Narrative and Opinion 
Commentary:
This selection revisits a different location in Life in Three Passages. We 
travel to post-1995 London, Ontario, Canada. While adopting the first-person 
narrative and opinion styles, it also blends memoir with broader social issues 
and themes. Creative nonfiction expert Lee Gutkind says, “think more 
seriously about the direction of your essay and how you can make it more 
relevant to a larger audience from a substance point of view” and suggests 
trying “a big idea piece of writing—about something that is very important 
to you” (Gutkind, 63). In Billy and the Arts Project, the use of a single 
character, whose name has been changed, is the subject of my first-person 
account on my interactions with him and of the bigger story this personal 
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narrative tells. Once the scene has been set, the “big idea” writing about the 
importance of the arts in creating community has its context. 
Billy and the Arts Project
Part I 
On the Street
“Do you think… that I don’t see… what you’re doing?”
I pronounced each of those phrases slowly and deliberately, looking 
eye-to-eye with the 250-pound, six and a half foot tall thief.
“What?” he tauntingly replied, one hand in his pocket and the other 
clutching a pale blue Canadian five-dollar bill he had just taken from a wide-
mouth crystal vase that was being used to collect donations. 
“You’re trying to make yourself into a thief.”
“So, what are you going to do about it?”
“Absolutely nothing except to tell you I know you’re better than that.”
“How do you know?”
“Because you didn’t run away.” 
“I don’t need to run. I can walk. You can’t stop me.”
“You’re right, I can’t; but do you want to know what I would do if I were 
a judge and I was sentencing you for stealing money from a donation jar 
that’s raising money to help start a downtown center for arts in the 
community?”
He peered at me as if I were a dog that had suddenly started talking.
“I’d sentence you to my job.”
“Huh! Why?”
“Because then you would learn how difficult it is to raise money to 
support downtown community development.”
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“Right, whatever.”
He dropped the five-dollar bill back into the collection vase and re-
entered the crowds of people who were mingling around on Dundas Street 
in downtown London, Ontario, Canada. That was the last I thought I would 
see of him.
It was a clear July afternoon in “the forest city” and 1998 was holding 
promise for the idea of a center for arts, culture and community to finally 
take hold. The downtown business association had once again obtained 
permission from City Council to have the two-block core of London’s main 
street turned into a pedestrian shopping mall. It was Saturday and a 
cloudless sky made the light so clear that every detail of the ailing downtown 
stood out in high resolution.
Decades of reuse were easy to spot. Brickwork on the Fairweather 
Building had been resurfaced in some type of aluminum siding to create the 
impression of a box rather than a building. The old Century, a Loew’s 
Theater in the 1920s, still had its original façade. A less weathered patch on 
its face was the only evidence of a marquee that had been attached during its 
days as a cinema in the 1960s through to the late 1980s. The copper and lead 
fretwork of the original glassed awning had been restored. While the theater 
had been demolished almost a decade earlier, its lavish entrance hall—
touted as having been modeled after the Versailles Hall of Mirrors—had 
been partitioned to make a restaurant, a pub, and a special events hall.
Other retail and restaurant establishments had each set up outdoor 
tables to attract patrons. They had a lot of room for the worst of reasons. 
Unfortunately, about twenty percent of the frontage was occupied by 
buildings that were for sale or for rent—unoccupied and imparting a ghost-
town nuance even the bright summer day and energetic street vendors 
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couldn’t completely overshadow. Too many downtown business owners and 
operators didn’t even realize how much they needed community 
involvement if there was to be any core revitalization. The usual clamor was 
for more business incentives from City Hall to help them become 
competitive against “big box superstores” that basked on the outskirts of 
town like predatory whales. 
Writer’s Notes:
Gutkind talks about how, in creative nonfiction, the “pendulum swings 
between what can be called ‘public’ or ‘issue-oriented’ or ‘big idea’ creative 
nonfiction at one extreme, and on the other ‘personal’ or ‘private’ creative 
nonfiction” (55) and I want to experiment with putting a big idea into my 
personal memoir. Part I, above, was dialogue-driven and began in the middle 
of the action. Its role was to act as a hook and to provide context. The next 
part provides the backstory to the action.
Part II 
The Transformational Nature of The Arts
The Arts Project would be a challenging concept to sell, though we had 
been in existence for almost two years. In North America, the arts are often 
marginalized. Business is viewed as being the best way to help a city 
prosper. Arts activities are seen as luxuries. Once a locale is economically 
prosperous it may then have the good luck to get a center for the arts. Often, 
a donation by wealthy companies or individuals will be needed to build such 
a community facility. A feature like this then becomes part of the attraction 
of the district. It is a symbol of wealth and culture. Visitors bring added 
profits to restaurants and shops in the vicinity of arts facilities. More people 
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move into this exciting neighborhood. Real estate values increase.
This is a model that has been used in North America for well over a 
hundred years. Wealth funds arts and decides what type of art it wants and 
what art will be neglected.
Fortunately, art can spawn on garbage. Dilapidated areas of a city are 
often the only places struggling artists can afford to have their studios. 
Because they do not have the approval and sponsorship of wealthy patrons, 
alternative artists usually inhabit the same grungy surrounding as their 
studios. Frequently, their studios are also their homes. Lack of money keeps 
the poor artists in their own quarter of the city.
Ironically, the presence of artists in a district makes it seem trendy and 
exciting. The small, cheap cafes popular with artists soon become known as 
fashionable places. Richer clientele spend time in these places to enjoy the 
energy and mystique that accompanies the romantic image of the starving 
artist. Expensive shops and restaurants establish in the area to cater to the 
wealthier patrons. Attracted initially to low real estate prices, richer people 
will move to the artist quarter. Real estate values increase. Paradoxically, the 
people who came to the area because it was the only place they could afford 
must move out because their presence has made it too expensive for them to 
afford.
Part III 
In the Battle at the Gala
The simple way to sustain the momentum for a center for arts, culture 
and community in the most run-down part of London’s downtown was to get 
something—almost anything—going that would bring more people to the 
core. This was ‘proof of concept’ data that provided evidence for our case. 
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Summer afternoon street festivals and donations collected in a wide-mouth 
crystal vase were “something going on” and, at the same time, wholly 
insufficient efforts. They were a way to survey the appetite rather than 
satisfy the hunger. The real reason for handing out Arts Project 
memberships with any donation was to collect the names of supporters who 
wanted to be contacted and could then be cultivated into volunteers and 
community activists. Our 300-member roll was to become the primary 
mailing list—seeds to grow a community-driven project.
“Hello, I’m calling from the London and Middlesex Regional Detention 
Center. Is this the office of some kind of art group?”
“Yes, this is the The Arts Project. How can I help you?”
“Did you have a booth or table set up on Dundas Street this past 
weekend?” 
“Yes, we try to promote the idea of a center for arts, culture and 
community at as many events as possible.”
“Well, that’s what I want to talk to you about.”
“OK.”
“One of our parolees says he had a conversation with someone from 
your organization about the possibility of him performing part of his 
community service with you.”
“Really? Well, I guess you could say that.”
“Anyway, I’d like to speak with the person he talked with and know how 
they’re connected to your group.”
“He spoke with me. My name is Lawrence Karn and I’m Vice-president 
of the Board of Directors.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m the parole officer for William Smith. Billy said 
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you invited him to work with, what is it, a community center to help people 
do art?”
“It’s The Arts Project and we’re trying to create a center. We don’t have 
it yet.”
“Would you have any work for him?”
“I’ll need to consult with the other directors, but I also need to find out 
more about your proposal. Our development office is at the London 
Community Resource Center at Dundas and Colborne. If you could walk 
over here to walk me through the paperwork I’ll try to make it happen.”
Arrangements were made and so it was that Billy became one of our 
most stalwart volunteers for the project. He scared people, but his 
willingness to help was clear. Firm limits and specific instructions seemed to 
focus his efforts constructively. 
“Didn’t think you’d see me again, did you?” he smirked. 
“I’m not so sure how happy you’ll be at seeing me when you hear what 
I’ve got planned for you. For starters, we’ve got six floors of steel bars to be 
torn out and loaded into a truck. It’s tough work.”
“That’s good because I’m tough,” he grinned.
Our arrangement with various building owners was that we could have 
their space rent-free as long as we cleaned it up and paid the utilities. Of 
course, that was only until a paying tenant or buyer wanted the building. 
This was how over 40 arts events were staged, how more people were 
encouraged to visit downtown, how realtors and real estate owners could 
showcase their properties, and how we grew the capacity and interest in The 
Arts Project. The Fairweather building had been a department store 
specializing in trendy fashion items—from shoes to accessories and all types 
of stylish clothing in between—and its interior was a 100,000 square-foot 
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cave of racks, rods, shelving units, dressing rooms, mirrors, and moldy 
carpeting. We gutted it and stripped it to the bare flooring for use as an 
exhibition gallery and performance space. At the first show, we sold tickets 
to a costume gala to be held at the Century across the street.
“Thank you for joining us at the costume ball gala for The Arts Project,” 
the former head of a high school art department began from the stage at the 
north end of the Hall of Mirrors. 
Four massive crystal chandlers cast soft light onto the red carpeting, 
gold-veined mirrors reflected sepia-toned views of the revelers. I was 
dressed as Lawrence of Arabia, in makeshift keffiyeh and improvised robes 
to match my headdress. My nephew Jonathan—back from a summer of tree 
planting in the wilds of British Columbia—was in a Celtic warrior’s costume. 
One of the project’s supporters—a medieval shop that stocked authentic 
armor—had lent it to him. The chainmail vest weighed forty pounds and 
could have stopped a sword. That night fists rather than swords would be 
his worry. Billy was dressed as a pirate.
“Tonight…” 
Thruuum ching! A drum roll and cymbal crash interrupted.
“Tonight we…”
Boom baddah boom baddah boom! 
“Excuse me! I’m trying to…” 
Boom chichi boom chichi boom chichi boom chichi boom chichi boom the 
beat continued, drowning the flustered teacher’s requests for the din from 
the second stage at the south end of the hall to be quieted.
“Jon, Billy, let’s see what going on.”
As I approached I heard a slurring drummer yelling, “Sowh whattt!”
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“So they’re my drums and I don’t want some drunken ***hole on them! 
I told you once! Don’t make me make you!”
“Make this!” He emptied his beer onto the snare drum. 
Immediately, the drum owner threw his bottle to the floor and plowed 
his fist into the drummer’s face. 
Mouth bloodied, the drummer spat on the snare and screamed, “My 
tooth’s loose! I might lose it! You’ll pay for it!” The drummer hurled himself 
at his attacker. Other band members rushed in. Four to a side, one band 
from Detroit and the other of local rockers, were ramping up their alcohol-
fueled shoves and curses as I reached the center of the fray.
“OK, guys, break it up.”
“What the hell is the guy in pajamas saying?”
“I don’t give a shit!” said a voice connected to a motion that was racing 
toward my face.
Smack! A back-catcher’s mitt closed around a fastball pitch. It was 
Billy’s hand around the constipated assailant’s fist. He was gripping it hard 
enough to swing it up behind my attacker’s back. Billy’s left hand looped 
under the man’s left arm to lock his head in a half nelson wrestling move. 
The force had driven the man’s face and body into the wall.
“You’re breaking my arm!”
“Not yet. Everybody see? Do I break it?” Billy moved the man’s arm. 
The man winced. There was a loud cry of pain.
“Everybody hear? Now everybody listen. Listen good! Anybody touch 
Lawrence and they go down and they don’t get up again. Everybody 
understand?”
“Yes, like he says. Now listen to me. That four stand over there. You 
four stay right here. We call a taxi for that four. You four leave later. Nobody 
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punches anybody.”
“What do we get?”
“You get to not spend the night in jail.”
Jonathan stood stock-still, convincingly fearsome in battle armor. Billy’s 
stare wouldn’t have been out of place on a bull. None met it; instead, they 
looked at Jon and Billy while grumbling bitterly and complying with my 
demands. 
“If I had my gun with me you’d be ****ing dead,” hissed the Detroit 
drummer.
“Welcome to Canada. Nobody gets hurt, but everybody leaves,” I 
replied. 
It seems having three rock bands at the event was two too many; billing 
the evening’s entertainment as “a battle of the bands” had been more 
accurate than anyone had wanted. The costume gala continued after the 
combatants departed. 
Part IV
At the End of the Day
There were dozens of other events and hundreds of other visitors. Billy 
continued working with The Arts Project long after his community service 
hours had been logged. I never saw him as the poor-impulse-control, violent 
and assaultive ex-convict he told me he was described as by the authorities 
who supervised his prison release. My five years working with homicidal ex-
psychiatric patients in Toronto a decade earlier may have simply allowed me 
to learn the skills to see past the labels. His work ethic was extraordinary; 
his presence was sometimes disconcerting to other volunteers.
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“Billy, go home. You’ve worked enough here for today.”
“It’s OK. I’m not tired. I can stay.”
“Billy, it’s not OK. You can’t stay. Sometimes people are tired of you. 
The other volunteers need a break. You can come back tomorrow. Then you 
can try being more gentle with them.”
He understood, left for home and returned enthusiastically the next 
morning. 
Then, one day, he didn’t return. Billy had given six months of muscle 
and spirit to the fight. His contribution was as unlikely as it was unique. His 
story parallels that of scores of others—the teens who found a home for 
their graffiti art; visual and performing artists who gave exhibitions, poetry 
readings and musical recitals; designers who staged fashion shows; 
videographers and photographers who showcased their works; First-Nations 
people who shared ceremony and culture—who connected with and 
expanded the Arts Project vision. 
In 1999, our development team met Mr. Rowland Hill, the owner of a 
property that had once housed his family shoe store. It was a few buildings 
east of the Fairweather Building. The Rowland Hill Building was the right 
fit, plans moved ahead and years of community outreach enjoyed the reward 
of the community reaching back in support. 
My final act, in January 2000, was in overseeing the first General 
Meeting to elect a new Board of Directors. In the prior months, we (the two 
other members of the incorporating board and myself) had canvassed the 
community for the mix of individuals we thought necessary to take the 
project to the next stage. We’d convinced respected gatekeepers to stand for 
election. Our endorsements included poets and writers for vision; to that we 
added a lawyer, an accountant and a downtown business owner—all with a 
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commitment to the arts and community activism. We’d also hosted get-
togethers to ensure they felt comfortable working with each other. They fit.
Writer’s Notes:
Now, in 2020, an internet search of the phrase The Arts Project in 
London, Ontario, Canada will take you to https://www.tapcreativity.org and 
the ongoing activities of this organization. 
2.4   Challenging the Notion of Objective Narratives Using Two 
Famous Photographs 
The second half of this paper analyses two legendary Life photographs 
to challenge the notion of objective narratives. In Robert Doisneau’s Kiss in 
Front of City Hall, 1950, Doisneau presents an iconic French photograph 
and I compare the rhetoric of his image to the iconic American image, Alfred 
Eisenstaedt’s V J Day Kiss in Times Square, 14 August 1945.
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Robert Doisneau, The Kiss in Front of City Hall, 1950
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Alfred Eisenstaedt, VJ Day Kiss in Times Square, 14 August 1945
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As I examine the multiple stories behind each photograph, I employ 
both rhetorical analysis (What is each picture trying to persuade us of?) and 
metaphorical analysis (What may each of the elements symbolize?). For 
example, in Eisenstaedt’s Times Square, the soldier may represent the USA; 
the nurse could be the symbol of civilian support for the USA; Times Square 
might be regarded as the emotional center of the USA; bystanders could 
denote the rest of the world; dynamic lines of the intersection could stand 
for the vitality of American society. 
In Doisneau’s Kiss in Front of City Hall, the seated man and table and 
chairs might be taken to symbolize the distance between French sensibilities 
and the rest of the world, generalized to an impression that Europeans are 
like zoo animals to be observed and photographed from a safe distance; 
disinterested passers-by may represent the indifference (unlike in the Times 
Square photo, people are not staring at the French couple) of the French 
toward Paris as “a city of relaxed behavior and sensual pleasures” (Koetzle, 
78). The static bulk of City Hall might be interpreted as a symbol of 
conservative authority that the kissing couple is ignoring or scorning.
A Choice between Metaphors: Onion or Artichoke?
The metaphor of an onion often represents the peeling back of layers of 
meaning in a journey of discovery. As each layer is peeled back, the onion 
diminishes in size and each successive layer is removed to delve deeper into 
the core of the matter. I prefer to use the image of a cooked artichoke to 
visualize how one may peel the vegetable as the central goal—the marrow of 
the meal—becomes larger as petals are harvested. Rhetorical, metaphorical, 
and visual analysis of photographs is the central focus of this discussion; we 
negotiate thorny more-husk-than-food peripheral concerns, confront the 
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inedible fuzzy fluff, and seek to reveal the heart. Now, let’s use the peeling 
an artichoke technique to analyze the photos of kissing couples. 
The first layer of petals: the prima facie rhetorical condition
What are we convinced of, what are we persuaded is true, when we look 
at Alfred Eisenstaedt’s VJ Day Kiss in Times Square? A cursory glance seems 
to show sweethearts embracing in a kiss. Other people are on the street, 
some—including the protagonist—wearing regular naval uniforms. The 
woman also seems to be wearing a military uniform. Of these seven pieces 
of information, only three are true. The revelation of which elements are 
inaccurate will be taken up later; so will questions of how our suppositions 
play into the narrative of any photograph or event to which we may bear 
eyewitness.
For now, consider the suppositions implicit in Robert Doisneau’s The 
Kiss in Front of City Hall. A first brief glance reveals a young man and 
woman, in what initially may appear to be a lovers’ tryst, kissing on the 
street. They seem oblivious to passers-by, indifferent to where they are, and 
unaware they are being photographed. Of these seven assumptions, as in 
the Times Square photo, only three are correct. Again, the consideration of 
which of these elements happen to be erroneous, and of what relevance this 
has to the discourse each of these photographs presents, will be revisited in 
later analysis of the story behind the story. At this stage, a textual analysis of 
both images will peel back the second layer of rhetorical content each 
photograph presents.
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A second look at Kiss in Times Square and The Kiss in Front of 
City Hall
One possible implication in Kiss in Times Square is that this is a happy 
event, as evident from the smiles on the sailors’ faces on the left side of the 
photo. Ladies in ordinary street clothes, also smiling, to the right and behind 
the kissing couple, convey the message that this event also includes civilian 
as well as military individuals. A woman, whose face is barely visible behind 
and slightly to the left of the couple, is peering over the sailor’s shoulder, 
interested in the kiss. Meanwhile, only the right half of a man’s body faces 
the couple in the center right side of the image. This could convey that this 
photograph was spontaneous, true, and un-staged.
One implication in The Kiss in Front of City Hall is that we are 
witnessing an everyday event. People are going about their business, some 
as hurried blurs, and others in cars. The man in the left side of the photo, in 
contrast to the peering woman in the Times Square photo, seems to be 
trying to avoid looking at the passionate couple. The woman behind the 
couple seems, while unavoidably regarding the couple, to be staring past the 
couple with an interrogating look at the photographer. For his part, the 
photographer has recorded his presence in two ways. The first is in the 
woman’s gaze. The second way the photographer has recorded his presence 
is by situating himself in the second row of tables away from the street. He 
ensures viewers of this image appreciate his location by including the 
shoulder of the man he is situated/ concealed/ hiding behind in an over-the-
shoulder shot. As in the Times Square photo, half a man’s body—larger than 
any other character in the scene except for the right shoulder of the man in 
the lower left corner—is in the right side of the photo. This serves to imply 
the image’s spontaneity, authenticity, and candor.
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This second look may satisfy us that we have arrived at an accurate 
understanding of these images, but there are further levels that must be 
considered. Thorough contextualization is no more or less necessary for a 
photograph than it is for a text. The difference is that a viewer may imagine 
all the information in a photograph is instantly accessible. If we were reading 
a poem, enjoying a dance performance, appreciating an opera, viewing a 
painting, watching a movie, or assessing any written text or presentation 
we’d probably prudently hesitate before declaring, “Yes, one brief glance will 
tell me everything I need to know.”
The next layer: context and the story behind the photos 
As Verria and Galdorisi describe in The Kissing Sailor: The Mystery 
Behind the Photo That Ended World War II, the story Life magazine tasked 
Alfred Eisenstaedt to tell was about how the American public was reacting to 
the news that World War II was over. Eisenstaedt chose the metaphorical 
heart of America to be Times Square and searched the crowds for his 
defining moment to record the palpitations. Indeed, he did happen to find his 
sought-after version of the returning military, jubilant civilians, and street 
alive with celebration as “A Nation Lets Loose” (Life, 27) after the armistice 
was declared. 
As an experienced photographer, Eisenstaedt would have been aware of 
the impact of each element in his work and cropped out whatever might 
have diminished his message. For example, the earlier-discussed presence 
of only half of a man clad in a light grey suit to show the photo’s authenticity 
also shows enough of him to indicate that the man is facing in the direction 
of the kissing couple. Likewise, pathos is created and the people we see 
symbolize the American public as we experience their mood. In cinema this 
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is referred to as the reaction shot in which we see the effect on the spectators 
and are thereby guided as to what our reaction to this event ought to be. 
Smiling faces encourage us to smile and accept that this is the appropriate 
response. 
Life magazine was also the client for Robert Doisneau’s The Kiss in 
Front of City Hall. “Called Le Baiser de l'Hôtel de Ville, the photograph was 
published in the June 12, 1950, issue of Life” (Chelminski). The story’s tag 
line was, “In Paris young lovers kiss wherever they want to and nobody 
seems to care” and featured five other photos of couples kissing around 
Paris. Doisneau’s photo was not even the feature image and was only a sixth 
of a page, cropped by the photo editor to remove the half of the man in the 
black hat and coat on the right side of the image while keeping the seated 
man’s shoulder and the table and chairs in the photo’s left foreground 
(Koetzle, 77). 
The argument each photograph makes in relation to its counterpart 
Analyzing the combination of compositional elements of each image as 
originally published, we see that Alfred Eisenstaedt’s VJ Day Kiss in Times 
Square is in tall/ vertical/ portrait orientation while Robert Doisneau’s The 
Kiss in Front of City Hall is in wide/ horizontal/ landscape orientation. This 
bears discussion in terms of the discourse each photograph presents. 
The narrative of portraiture is personal and up close. In Kiss in Times 
Square, the couple occupy front and center stage. In pathos with the rest of 
the audience, we are drawn to them. We may interpret their interaction as 
joyful, we may want to feel their joy as ours, and we may want to join the 
celebration we imagine them having even if only to wish them well. 
In contrast, The Kiss in Front of City Hall aims to document the social 
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landscape of Paris where couples kiss on the streets in front of, and in what 
some may interpret as an affront to, the imposing authority represented by 
City Hall. That message is the subtext to the Life magazine storyline in 
which Kiss in Front of City Hall appeared (Life, 16 June 1950, 18). A table and 
chair separate the photographer from the couple and another man’s back 
occupies the space between the viewer and the couple. I offer the 
interpretation that in knowingly situating people and objects between the 
couple and himself, Doisneau has effectively made the couple into as much a 
part of the landscape as the café furniture and other structures in the 
photograph.
Matters of the heart and the stories behind the stories 
In Eisenstaedt’s VJ Day Kiss in Times Square, four of the seven 
seemingly true picture elements are false or innocently incorrect. According 
to Verria and Galdorisi, the individuals kissing are not sweethearts; they 
don’t know each other. They are not embracing; the woman is clutching her 
purse in her right hand and using her left hand to keep her dress from being 
pulled up. The woman is not wearing a military uniform; she’s a civilian 
dental assistant. The sailor is not her man; his uniform is not a regular 
uniform, he had it custom made and it lacks proper rank markings on the 
shoulders. These details may be verified on closer scrutiny of the 
photograph. 
In Doisneau’s The Kiss in Front of City Hall, only three of the seven 
seemingly true picture elements were correct from the standpoint of the 
photographer’s accounts and according to photo historian Hans-Michael 
Koetzle (Koetzle, 75). Four were incorrect: the man and woman were not 
trysting; they were paid performers, mindful of the passers-by, sensitive to 
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their location, and quite aware they were being photographed. “Doisneau 
approached the couple, Françoise Delbart, 20 [years old], and Jacques 
Carteaud, 23 [years old], who were both aspiring actors” (Chelminski). A 
third look at the photograph in light of this information may suggest that Ms 
Delbart’s body language is too relaxed for their kiss to have been a 
spontaneous event. We might now nod knowingly and say, “Yes, it absolutely 
does look staged.” Interestingly, when compared to Eisenstaedt’s Kiss in 
Times Square, the compositional elements even down to the half a man in 
the right side of the photo all seem to point to how closely Doisneau’s The 
Kiss in Front of City Hall is either imitation or homage to Eisenstaedt’s Times 
Square.
Discussion and concluding considerations
Like sliding the marrow from successive petals of an artichoke, peeling 
back each layer of the narrative of photographs is a slow process. When we 
finally reach the “choke”—the tender substance at the center—there might 
be a tickle in the throat from questions that remain unanswered in light of 
the nature of interpretation that necessarily may admit alternate 
interpretations.
We may consider Eisenstaedt’s VJ Day Kiss in Times Square was real if 
this connotes that it was spontaneous and candid. Doisneau’s The Kiss in 
Front of City Hall was posed and this calls into question whether it must then 
relinquish any claim of being a documentary image. As a narrative of both 
1950s Hollywood movies about Paris and Life magazine perceptions and 
expectations of Parisians, Doisneau’s rendering was convincing. The 
unanswered question is whether the photo spread containing Kiss in Front of 
City Hall might inspire Parisians to pursue the lifestyle of passionate public 
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displays of affection this image portrays, or whether Doisneau had merely 
choreographed a dance he saw being performed unprompted anyway 
(Koetzle, 79). As for the ultimately successful quest to identify the actual 
individuals in the Kiss in Times Square photo, it is far from certain that the 
verification would have aided the narrative of an image that, after 70 years, 
still “remains one of the most famous photographs—perhaps the most 
famous photograph—of the 20th century” (Life,*).
Returning to Doisneau’s image, we may delve more deeply into two 
questions: 1) what is the real back story to The Kiss in Front of City Hall and 
2) what context did this image appear in when it was originally published—
in Life, 16 June 1950, Vol. 28, No 24—that made this perspective on 1950 
France relevant and important to American audiences? What argument was 
it making and what were the social and political implications of this 
argument?
Aristotle’s assertion that the credibility of the rhetor has direct bearing 
on her or his ability to persuade (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 4) bears special 
examination in regard to photographic argument. Two points are worth 
noting immediately. One is connected with the identity of the rhetor and the 
other is connected with the presumption of the audience. On the first point, 
an assumption might be that the photographer is the rhetor. On the other 
hand, another popular assumption is that the photographer is unnecessary—
someone who may have held the camera, but whose function could as easily 
have been accomplished by a CCTV freeze-frame image from a surveillance 
camera—and that it is the picture that tells the story. In this assumption, the 
photograph itself becomes the rhetor. The implication in the photograph-as-
rhetor situation is that the audience adjudicates the veracity of the story 
behind the image purely based on their subjective linguistic, intellectual, and 
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emotional assessment of the image. While above I presented the view that 
contextualization is no more or less true for a photograph than it is for a 
text—the principal difference being that a viewer may imagine all the 
information in a photograph is instantly accessible—the issue of credibility 
is relevant in both instances. Whether the rhetor is the photographer or the 
isolated photograph, how significant is the revelation that the image is not 
authentic? Photography historian and curator Hans-Michael Koetzle opines 
and queries, 
 Doisneau has entered the history of photography as the master of the 
“candid camera”. Or rather, he would have liked to have been so 
recognized, if a widely-publicized series of international lawsuits toward 
the end of his life had not revealed that he—Doisneau himself—had 
helped set up the events that are depicted in his photographs. In any 
case, what is probably his most famous picture, The Kiss in Front of City 
Hall, was, as we now know, the result of a scene staged with the help of 
a hired actor and actress. But what does this fact mean for the reception 
and understanding of a photograph that functions as a ‘popular icon’ and 
is one of the most well-known photographic creations of its century? 
(Koetzle, 74-75)
In this regard, viewing the original Life publication of Doisneau’s The 
Kiss in Front of City Hall is revealing. The two-paragraph text to the photo-
story is more a piece of fiction than a true explanation of the images. 
 It goes on all day, this public kissing, and all night too. But 
Photographer [sic] Robert Doisneau, who took the unposed pictures on 
these pages, found two peaks in the day’s osculation: 1) at noon, when 
offices, shops and universities are closed… and 2) between 5 and 7 
p.m., when young males make the opening moves in the evening’s 
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campaign. (Life, 16 June 1950, 16) 
Further, a photo caption reads, “On the Rue Royale two lovers entwine 
in a kiss as they start to follow crowd across boulevard. Couple met on street 
corner at the end of a work day” (18). It is interesting to note that the 
language, lacking either definite or indefinite articles before crowd, 
boulevard, couple and street, reads like notes in a police report. The next 
image is captioned, “Seven minutes later the couple crosses Rue de Rivoli. 
Said the photographer, ‘I could have taken a hundred pictures without their 
noticing it’” (18). Since the later lawsuit for additional payment based on the 
subsequent fame of the photograph established that the couples were paid 
performers, we know they were very much aware of the photographer’s 
presence. Yet, the argument these images presented still performed a 
significant rhetorical function. 
I will make a number of my own points about the preceding situation. I 
feel this perspective on 1950 France may have been important to American 
audiences eager to embrace post-war consumerism. For Life magazine, most 
particularly for its advertisers, creating a narrative of consumerism may 
have been served by the image of the Parisians as wantonly self-indulgent, 
engaging in “unabashed courting even in the most crowded parts of the city” 
(Life, 16 June 1950, 18). The memory of WWII would have been fresh in the 
American consciousness. Moving from a reality of shortages, rationing, and 
austerity into a mind-set of product-based indulgence would have likely been 
aided by an image of the sexual indulgence of the French. Particularly in 
contrast to the French excesses of carnality, material indulgence could be 
presented as helping the American economy grow. For example, ad copy for 
United States Steel declares, “We don’t really need it … but we can’t resist 
anything with a U.S.S. label!” (85). 
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Perusing the hundred and fifty four pages of the 16 June 1950 Life 
magazine, along with images that are blatantly sexist and racist from the 
perspective of 2020, one encounters approximately thirty five pages of ads 
aimed at women, with two full-page spreads devoted to the latest 
refrigerators. While fifty pages of advertising are devoted to men’s products, 
women—often with children—feature in the artwork for the ads. The back 
cover, for example, suggests that a carton of Camel cigarettes is the perfect 
family gift for the upcoming Father’s Day. The entire magazine is fifty to 
sixty percent ad copy; the stories feature the likes of a memoir by Edward, 
Duke of Windsor that begins,
 It was in the early evening of Dec. 2, 1936 that I informed the Prime 
Minister, Mr. Stanley Baldwin, of my resolve to abdicate, harrowing 
though my decision would be, if the Cabinet would not countenance my 
marriage to Wallis Smith. (111) 
A photo spread of Marlon Brando in which he “trains for [a] movie 
about a crippled veteran by spending a month in a wheelchair” (129) is 
another example. Both choices were probably deliberate. A text-dense 
feature like the Duke of Windsor’s “A King’s Story”, of which this was the 
fourth installment, should have guaranteed that the magazine would be 
picked up repeatedly; each time would offer, to the delight of advertisers, 
another opportunity for readers to be engaged by the images of their 
products. The Marlon Brando story would 1) function to keep the memory 
of WWII fresh in the American consciousness and 2) serve as evidence that 
themes of WWII hardships that needed to be overcome were already 
popular topics for Hollywood movies and that such chronicles of American 
pride were models to be aspired to in a fashion similar to which one might 
take pride in owning the newest appliance or latest model car.
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In this context, Doisneau’s photographs and the accompanying text, 
attributed to him but quite possibly not written by him “because ‘specialist 
editors’ usually created the stories to accompany Life photo spreads” (Rudi 
Meisel, 8 min, 55 sec) may have been created to propel the narrative of 
American superiority. In the denouement to the story of the staging of The 
Kiss in Front of City Hall, “Doisneau himself continued to maintain an 
ambivalent attitude toward his famous picture, even once claiming that it 
represented no photographic achievement” (Koetzle, 78). Koetzle rather 
whimsically concludes,
 As paradoxical as it may sound, the discussion over whether the picture 
was set up or not did very little damage to the incriminated Kiss in Front 
of City Hall itself: the image had long since left all concern with 
documentation behind. The photograph became a symbol -- and 
symbols possess a truth of their own. (79) 
Whether candid or staged, these photographs had and continue to hold 
iconic narratives that are accessible to discursive analysis and yet troubling 
to expectations of definitive answers. Here, then, is both the expansiveness 
and the limitation of visual discourse. Careful analysis and interpretation 
yields valuable insights and resists hopes of absolute resolutions.
Part 3. Conclusion
This paper has presented a sampling of nonfiction narrative styles. As a 
preamble, the idea of the scholarly personal narrative was discussed; so was 
the craft of writing. The reason for this preliminary discussion was twofold: 
firstly, it laid out the intent, scope, and methods involved in writing about 
personal narratives in particular and writing in general; secondly, in its 
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critique of the advice three writers offer, the preamble raised the topic of 
how we teach students to write.
Next, an example of personal narrative, Life in Three Passages, was 
presented with epigraphs as framing devices for three stages of the 
narrative. The technique this approach illustrates may be used to stimulate 
thoughts about which supporting structure may be most effective for 
communicating the story you want to tell. Additionally, the presence of a 
theme—seeing the world through others’ eyes or appreciating the 
interconnectedness of world history and events with our everyday lives—is 
a technique that takes personal narratives beyond their purely 
autobiographical details. In this way, our personal story uses context to take 
on wider importance. 
Cottage of the Quantum Mind used one setting from my scholarly 
personal narrative to address matters of memory, identity, and childhood; 
these themes are universal in scope and the first two, memory and identity, 
are central to the genre of personal nonfiction. Cottage of the Quantum Mind 
also demonstrates what nonfiction prose poetry can try to do. Concentration 
of meaning, accomplished with metaphor and description, and tight focus on 
mood and atmosphere are the techniques this section was seeking to 
demonstrate. The aim of including an example of prose poetry was to 
demonstrate the technique of poetic concentration as a style you may chose 
to experiment with in your use of personal narrative. 
In Billy and The Arts Project we travel to a second setting—London, 
Ontario, Canada—mentioned in Life in Three Passages and use first-person 
narrative storytelling to show how a community development program 
transformed one character’s life. The transformational nature of the arts, the 
“big idea” theme that is interwoven with Billy’s story, is also blended into 
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this nonfiction opinion and documentary style of writing.
Most simply put, we challenge objective narratives by creating 
subjective ones.
Photographs as Nonfiction Narratives
The section titled Challenging the Notion of Objective Narratives Using 
Two Famous Photographs moves us beyond my personal memoirs by 
focusing on ways we may interrogate narratives that appear to be obvious. 
Visual discourse is used in a process of rhetorical analysis (asking what each 
picture is trying to persuade us of) and metaphorical analysis (asking what 
each picture element may symbolize). Ultimately, challenging objective 
narratives amounts to an approach to the establishment of general 
agreement about what happened. Our visual analysis of the two famous 
photos of couples kissing was a chance to engage in critical thinking to 
uncover the personal stories underlying iconic images. This analysis, 
research-based and predicated on the agreement on the significance of 
disparate elements, demonstrated how a seemingly objective narrative—
even one based on the information presented in a photograph—may be 
challenged. Photographs were used because their narratives are so 
frequently presented as objective truths or obvious factual realities. Indeed, 
the forensic photograph is often used to support or demolish assertions that 
may accord with or vary from the image the photograph displays; we seldom 
challenge and may instead presume the objective narrative offered. One 
reason for taking photographs at “face value” may be that their truth appears 
to be obvious and unnecessary to dispute because their content is so 
ubiquitous and their impact is so trivial that the whole enterprise is 
avoided—written off as a troublesome waste of time. Visual analysis has 
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been relegated, in too great a part, to an afterthought study. 
While more time is required to conduct analysis on a textual and 
contextual basis, there may be a faith-based assumption that literary styles 
of analysis provide greater documentation and verification—often confusing 
the satisfaction of affirmation with the rigors of verification—and that the 
veritas of one verification (if this higher standard is achieved) must therefore 
cover the entire work. Alternately, the existence of conflicting (read 
ambiguous or not-yet-understood or misunderstood here) features may be 
offered as proof that the entire work is invalid or without merit. This stance 
shortchanges us of any of the benefits of analysis of any sort. Rather, we 
must learn to appreciate the boon and bane of critical thinking is that 
variations in interpretation are possible. Nuance is more than the gloom of 
uncertainty; nuance is also the glimmer of newer and better solutions to 
problems. 
In addition to seeing this article as an illustration of the literary ways 
personal stories may challenge objective narratives, there is a more vigorous 
question that must be posed. Namely, what function is served by the myth of 
the objective narrative? While there may be considerable indifference to the 
practice of visual analysis, its use in challenging the notion of there being 
only one set, rigid, and intransigent interpretation of images or events 
amounts to more than the difference between a life of empathy and a life of 
apathy; learning personal stories—stories that challenge the faith in 
objective narratives as nostrums that swindle us into following what may be 
officially sanitized or radically partisan interpretations of contentious 
events—gives us the information and evidence to take action to, at best, 
remedy or, at least, understand what is happening around us. An example 
that comes to mind at this moment in history is the Hong Kong pro-
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democracy demonstrations and the conflicting narratives—police actions as 
violent suppression of human rights versus police actions as necessary 
efforts to keep the peace amidst wide-scale civil disobedience—that are 
presented about them. 
Intentions and Complications
This paper has sought to demonstrate that personal stories do more 
than challenge the concept of objective narratives; personal stories, whether 
as a form of memoir or as the stories behind the stories, permeate the 
concept of there being a single objective narrative for any event. The 
intention is to provide more than the caution to not promote only one set of 
facts; the intention is to provoke an engagement with different ways to 
reconstruct the facts. This brings us to the question of how facts are 
constructed in the first place. Here an analogy between scholarly research 
and legal procedure will be useful. Imagine a case serious enough to be tried 
by judge and jury. The judge is the trier of law; the jury are the triers of fact. 
The jurist determines the law that applies to the case at bar; the jurors 
determine the facts that apply in the case. This demonstrates facts are 
established after the evidence has been examined. Speech (information 
adduced through oration, to use Aristotle’s terminology) aims to persuade. 
Oration takes three factors into account: the message, the speaker, and the 
listener. Literary styles that aim to persuade have equivalent features: there 
is a message, the speaker is the writer, and the listener is the reader/ 
viewer/ audience. Personal stories may be ones we share in an 
autobiographical manner—as first-person narrative academic writing or as 
personal memoir in the many forms of nonfiction writing—or may be the 
stories that we learn from the evidence we have gathered and assessed 
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(from analysis) about the subjects of the stories, the creators of the stories, 
and the events and ideas they commemorate. The demand for fairness—the 
duty to look at both sides of the story—may be amended to say we must 
look at as many sides of the story as possible. Judging a story depends on 
the assembly of the sides—on the contextual analysis—and context includes 
the logos (the logic of the message)—is the story plausible?—as well as the 
credibility of the teller (ethos) and the position—predisposition—of the 
listeners/ the audience (pathos).
Stories may be characterized as memories. We may agree that a 
memory is a story we retell because we have faith it accurately reflects an 
important arrangement of our experiences. Memories that are established 
as facts become so because there is negotiated agreement on the meaning of 
the facts; coupled with this agreement is the understanding that facts only 
exist as facts because there is a negotiated agreement on the meaning of the 
memories (which is to say that the memories are corroborated by others 
whose similar experiences act as verification of the story they record). 
We ponder, how can we negotiate the reality—joys and sorrows, tastes 
and textures, nuances and inspirations, tenderness and fearlessness—of a 
world of inescapable subjectivities? On which matters are we critically 
thinking moral agents and on which ones are we blissfully ignorant puppets; 
for which choices will we be revered, for which others will we be reviled? 
Most importantly, how may we resist these and other binaries? As noted 
above, one way is to analyze every story from many sides—to accept the 
multifaceted nature of our and other individuals’ experiences. Kurosawa’s 
Roshomon is an excellent illustration of personal perspectives and varying 
interpretations. Practically and pragmatically speaking, we understand we’re 
already balancing a range of subjectivities. Yes, it’s messy and 
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uncomfortable—highly complicated. Our lifetimes are invested in coming to 
terms with complications. 
Horologists poetically assert that watches divide time into measurable 
units and that we humans are the ones who created time. The horological 
term complication is used to describe the attributes of a timepiece that give it 
additional functionality beyond indicating hours, minutes, and seconds. Such 
features may include displays of the day of the week, date, and various other 
time-related possibilities. These complications add to the cost of a timepiece 
and watch collectors and connoisseurs appreciate the aesthetic and (often 
immense) monetary value of complications. 
In the span of this paper, our culinary metaphors have moved from the 
vividly refreshing citrusy sweetness of ice wine to the equally complex savor 
of artichoke petals and heart. Varieties of tastes, just like complications in 
watches and the equally complex process of interpretations of personal 
stories, add value to our experiences. You have experienced this article. 
What value may you derive? What are the deliverables? How do we 
challenge the texts and interpretations that claim to be objective narratives? 
What tack do we take to navigate the rhetoric of writing? We have sailed in a 
few of these directions in the course of this paper. Here are the headings, 
the recipe titles: present your own personal stories; take an excursion into 
the waters of poetic reflection of detail and evocativeness; use personal 
stories to illustrate a “big idea”—like an instance of community development 
or language acquisition through study-abroad emersion; and confront each 
artifact—in whatever form it presents itself—as an opportunity to engage in 
the variety of analysis that gets the most nourishment from the raw materials 
around you. I trust this paper has provided you with some tastes of how it is 
done and supported your curiosity and creativity to adapt some of these 
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techniques into your own recipes. 
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